This study examines the role that marital attributions play in the relationship between the occurrence of stressful life events and marital quality. Using a stress adaptation theory framework, data from 58 couples were used to test for the presence of a moderating relationship. The results supported the moderational model, indicating that the marital quality of couples who make relationship-enhancing attributions about their spouses' negative behaviors is less related to stress than those who make distress-maintaining attributions. Couples' successful adaptation to stress may be dependent on their ability to use their marital attributions as a coping resource. While the types of marital attributions a couple makes have the potential to make their marriage more vulnerable to the effects of stress, they also have the potential to serve a protective role.
Stress adaptation theory examines the process of change through exploring how individuals and groups adapt and alter in the face of stressful life events. The occurrence of stressful events has long been found to have a potentially disruptive effect on the well-being of individuals (e.g., Monroe, Bromet, Connell, & Steiner, 1986; Turner, Wheaton, & Lloyd, 1995) , families (S. Cohen & Hoberman, 1983; Conger et al., 1992) , and interpersonal relationships (Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Pearlin & McCall, 1990) .
Much of the research on how families react to stressful events has shown the negative impact of such events on families. Research has also shown that though some families are destroyed by crises, others emerge from times of stress unscathed, while even others emerge with greater resources with which to face future crises (Walsh, 1996) . This phenomenon has been termed as resilience: ''. the capacity to rebound from adversity strengthened and more resourceful'' (Walsh, 1998, p. 4) . While the construct of resilience was first studied in children who were able to succeed and prosper later in life in the face of overwhelming stressors (e.g., Dugan & Coles, 1989; Rutter, 1985) , there has been some work reflecting a shift in family research from deficit-based to strength-based approaches (Hawley & DeHaan, 1996) . This line of research portrays the family relationship as potentially protecting family members against stressors and preventing dysfunction (National Institute of Mental Health, 1996; Wandersman & Nation, 1998) . The concept of resilience has also been applied to the family unit. Family resilience, as defined by McCubbin and McCubbin (1988) , is ''. the adaptive qualities of families as they encounter stress, particularly those processes promoting coping, endurance, and survival' ' (p. 248) .
Stress adaptation models
The adaptation of the family has been portrayed as depending on an interaction between the family and the environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979 (Bronfenbrenner, , 1986 . Put another way, the strengths of the family must fit with their perception of a specific stressor. If either the stressor or the available strengths and resources change, the family's ability to successfully adapt can alter (Rutter, 1987) . While few models have been developed strictly for the study of the marital dyad, many models examining the adaptation of families to stress also apply to the more specific grouping of the marriage itself. For example, both Hill's (1949) ABCX model and McCubbin and Patterson's (1982) Double ABCX model posit that stressful events require families to adapt based on their definitions of the stressful event and the sufficiency of the their resources to deal with the stressor as defined by the family. These models imply that stressors have an indirect influence on families based on their definitions of the stressor. If the stressor definition activates the use of the available resources, then the family can successfully adapt to the stressful event. If the definition of the stressor activates the family's weakness, the potential for successful adaptation is jeopardized. These models point out that the occurrence of stressful events does not spell the inevitable doom of the family; rather, some families may redefine the stressor into less harmful terms. Karney and Bradbury's (1995) VulnerabilityStress-Adaptation (VSA) model of marriage looks at the interaction between spouses' enduring vulnerabilities (the characteristics that are brought to the marriage), stressful events (be they sudden crises or normative life transitions), and the adaptive processes of the couple. Specifically, the VSA model suggests that,
. couples with effective adaptive processes who encounter few stressful events and have few enduring vulnerabilities will experience a satisfying and stable marriage, whereas couples with ineffective adaptive processes who must cope with many stressful events and have many enduring vulnerabilities will experience declining marital quality, separation, or divorce. Couples at other points along these three dimensions are expected to fall between these two extreme outcomes. (Karney & Bradbury, 1995, p. 25) Implicit in all models of stress-adaptation is the assumption that a couple's adaptation (or lack thereof) to external stressful events can impact marital quality, stability, and the overall well-being of the family members. While the stressful event itself certainly plays an important role in this process, the couple's perception of the event, available resources for dealing with the stressor, and other adaptive processes are also important factors in protecting the family from or making the family vulnerable to the negative effects of stressful life events.
The aforementioned models of stress adaptation assume that some couples (based on vulnerabilities, adaptive processes, resources, or ways of defining problems) are more likely to survive such stressors intact than others. While a great number of predictors of marital quality have been identified, a recent increase of interest in the contexts in which marital processes occur has begun to shed light on how these predictors interact with stress to influence marital quality (Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000) .
A variety of resources have been found to serve a protective function for couples and families in times of stress (Story & Bradbury, 2004) . For example, a vast body of research investigates the role of social support on wellbeing. While it has been argued that social support directly affects well-being, S. Cohen and Wills (1985) , in an extensive review of the literature, concluded that social support influences individual well-being as a function of stress. The negative impact of specific stressors, such as economic hardship, on relationship quality has likewise been shown to be moderated by the amount of social support available to a couple (Conger, Rueter, & Elder, 1999) . Research into the role of marital interactions in the VSA model has shown that couples' problem-solving behavior moderates the effect of stress on marital satisfaction (Cohan & Bradbury, 1997) .
Other moderating variables such as coping behaviors (Holahan & Moos, 1990) , affective expression (Conger et al., 1990) , an optimistic worldview (Hawley & DeHaan, 1996; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1995) , and a lack of chronic hassles (Karney, Story, & Bradbury, 2005) have also been proposed. It is suggested here that marital attributions, or the meaning that one attributes to one's spouse's behavior, may also function in a protective manner.
Marital attributions
Marital attribution research examines the attributions one makes for one's partner's behavior. Most often, such research considers whether the cause of the behavior is seen as being consistent across time (stable/unstable), whether the cause of the behavior is seen as generalizable to many events or specific to the one event (global/specific), and whether the spouse is seen as the cause of the behavior (partner/ external) (Bradbury & Fincham, 1990) . Couples in distressed marriages have been shown to make attributions, which minimize their spouse's positive behaviors (by viewing their causes as unstable, specific, and external) and enhance their partners' negative behaviors (by viewing their causes as stable, global, and caused by their partners) (e.g., Bradbury & Fincham) .
Spouses who make negative marital attributions have been found to be less able to maintain marital quality in the face of negative aspects of the relationship (McNulty & Karney, 2001) . In response to this finding, coupled with their own findings that the marital quality of marriages that ended in divorce was more susceptible to changes in attributions, Karney and Bradbury (2000) stated that ''(a)daptive attributions may allow spouses to maintain their global satisfaction in the face of specific negative events'' (p. 307). In other words, there is some evidence that marital attributions may be an important part of a couple's adaptation to stressful events.
While the support for the potentially negative effects of distress-maintaining marital attributions has been well documented, the role of marital attributions in stress adaptation has not been examined. The present study considers the accumulation or pile-up of life stressors as they relate to marital quality and marital attributions. Specifically, it is expected that marital attributions will moderate the relationship between life stressors and marital quality.
Previous research has shown that situation appraisal moderates the relationship between accumulation of stress and individual wellbeing (Lavee, McCubbin, & Olson, 1987) . Because of the conceptual similarity of attributions and appraisals, attributions may be found to play a moderational role in the relationship between accumulation of stressors and marital quality. If the moderation model is true, it is expected that the level of stress couples are experiencing will impact couples who make different types of attributions in different ways. Couples who make negative marital attributions are expected to experience decreasing marital quality in the face of a large number of stressful events. Conversely, couples who make positive marital attributions are expected to either maintain or experience an increase in marital quality in the face of a high levels of stress.
Method

Participants
Married couples were recruited for participation through posted advertisements and announcements at central Texas community organizations (e.g., daycare centers, church groups) and through advertisements posted on couple-oriented Internet mailing lists and bulletin boards. Couples were entered into a drawing to win a monetary prize as compensation for their participation. A total of 94 couples responded to the advertisements over 7 months and were mailed a packet of questionnaires. Sixty-five percent of couples returned their completed materials. Three couples were removed from the analysis due to incomplete data, for a final sample of 58 couples. Approximately 40% of the participants had responded to study advertisements posted in central Texas, while the remaining 60% had responded to the Internet advertisements with nationwide distribution.
The sample was largely Caucasian (93.3%) and highly educated (97.5% having at least some college, 76.7% with a bachelor's degree or higher degree). Participating couples had been married for an average of 16.4 years (SD ¼ 12.5), with an average of 1.4 children (of which an average of .6 were currently living at home). Seventy-three percent of husbands and 76% of wives were in a first marriage. Husbands ranged in age from 22 to 77 (M ¼ 45.3, SD ¼ 13.1), and wives ranged in age from 21 to 75 (M ¼ 43.6, SD ¼ 13.1).
Measures
Family Inventory of Life Events and Changes.
The Family Inventory of Life Events and Changes (FILE; McCubbin, Patterson, & Wilson, 1983 ) is a checklist of 71 stressful life events used to provide a measure of the level of stress experienced by a family within the past 12 months. Each stressor is given a weight based on the potential impact of that stressor on the family, and the weights of stressors are summed to give a total score. The present study used the scoring method recommended by McCubbin et al. (1983) ; one FILE score for the couple was computed by summing the weights of any items checked by either or both of the members of the couple. This scoring method assumes that members of a couple may differ in their recollection or experience of stressful events and that each set of responses is a legitimate record of stress experienced by the couple. The Cronbach's alpha for the present data was .78.
Dyadic Adjustment Scale.
The Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976 ) is a commonly used measure of marital adjustment. The DAS consists of 32 items in a variety of response formats, which are summed to provide an overall measure of marital quality. The Cronbach's alphas for the present data were .92 for wives and .92 for husbands.
Relationship Attribution Measure.
The Relationship Attribution Measure (RAM; was designed to assess the causal attributions couples make to negative marital behaviors in three dimensions: locus (partner/external), stable (stable/ unstable), and global (global/specific). Participants are asked to rate their beliefs of causes of 10 negative partner behaviors on six items measured on 6-point Likert-like scales. Research has indicated that spouses report highly similar attributions to the hypothetical spousal events described in the RAM and to real spousal events the couple has experienced (Fincham & Beach, 1988; .
In the present study, total scores for the RAM were averaged to provide a number between 1 and 6. A higher value indicates that an individual is more likely to attribute the causes of negative spousal events to the spouse and see them as more long lasting and stable and as affecting a wider range of marital areas. While the RAM can also be used to collect information about ''responsibility'' attributions, only information about causal attributions were collected for this study. The Cronbach's alphas for the total RAM scores used in the present study were .85 for wives and .87 for husbands.
Procedure
Participants who responded to the study advertisements were mailed an informed consent document, a demographic survey, and two copies of each measure. Couples were instructed to complete the surveys separately and not to share responses. Husbands and wives sealed their completed surveys in separate envelopes and returned them via a prestamped return envelope.
Results
Descriptive statistics for both husbands and wives and the measure correlation matrix are presented in Tables 1 and 2 . Using Spanier's (1976) cutoff score of 100, a total of seven couples could be classified as distressed by their DAS scores.
Before analyzing dyadic data, it is important to assess the degree to which scores on the dependent variables (DVs) of both partners are interrelated. Many statistical procedures require observations to be independent, and violations of this assumption can result in inaccurate conclusions (Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998) . As shown in Table 2 , the correlation between husband and wife DAS scores was highly statistically significant and remained so even after the effects of FILE scores and husband and wife RAM scores were partialled out (r ¼ .522, p , .001). As such, the present data was determined to exceed the threshold for consequential nonindependence (Kenny et al., 1998) . Because the DAS scores of husbands and wives could not be treated as independent from one another, the pooled regression method described by Kenny (1996) was used to model the nonindependence of DAS scores.
The pooled regression method is accomplished by conducting two separate regression analyses, one examining differences within dyads (in this case, comparing husbands to wives within couples) and the other examining differences between dyads (comparing couples to couples). The results of these regression analyses are then pooled to provide estimates of (a) the influence of one's own independent variables (IVs) on one's own DV, called actor effects, and (b) the influence of one's partner's IVs on one's own DV, called partner effects (Kenny, 1996) . Because some variables exist at the individual level, some variables exist at the couple level, and other variables exist at both levels, the two initial regressions will likely contain different IVs. For example, in the present study, sex is a within-couple variable that differs only within couples and not between couples. Because there is only one FILE score per couple, it is treated as a between-couple variable. Finally, DAS and RAM scores are expected to differ from couple to couple and from partner to partner within couples; these are treated as mixed variables.
The presence of a moderating relationship was tested by using the interaction between life stressors and marital attributions to predict marital quality, using the procedures outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986) . To aid in the interpretation of the interaction effects, FILE and RAM scores were centered before computing the interaction; that is, the mean of each variable was subtracted from each individual's score on that variable (Howell, 2002) . The centered RAM and FILE scores were then multiplied together to create the stress-by-attribution interaction term used in the regression models. Composite scores were then computed to be used for the within-and between-couple analyses (Kenny, 1996) . To compute the scores for the within-couple analysis, within-dyad difference score for within-couple (sex) and mixed (centered RAM, centered RAM-by-FILE interaction, and DAS scores) variables were calculated by subtracting wives' scores from husbands' scores. To compute the between-couple scores, dyadic averages were calculated for all betweencouple (FILE scores) and mixed variables. It should be noted that at what point the centering of the IVs and the creation of the interaction terms occurs has no impact on the results of these analyses. While here the original variables were centered and the interaction term created before computing the couple averages and difference scores, the same results would be obtained if raw scores were used to compute averages and difference scores, with subsequent centering and computation of the interaction term. Following the procedures described by Kenny (1996, p. 283) , within-dyad differences were tested by regressing DAS difference scores without an intercept first onto sex and centered RAM difference scores, with the interaction between centered RAM difference scores and FILE scores being added second. The results of this analysis are shown in Table 3 . As shown here, none of the predictors in the within-dyad model emerged as statistically significant. That is, the differences between husbands' and wives' ratings of marital quality were predicted neither by the differences between the types of relationship attributions they reported nor by the interaction between stress and differences in attributions. Furthermore, the DAS scores of husbands and wives were relatively equivalent.
To test the between-dyad differences, DAS dyadic averages were first regressed onto centered FILE and RAM dyadic averages, with the interaction between centered RAM dyadic averages and FILE scores being added to the model second. The results of this analysis is presented in Table 3 . The overall betweendyads model accounted for 44.7% of the variance in DAS dyadic average scores, with greater relationship quality being statistically significantly associated with more relationshipenhancing attributions and somewhat associated (p , .1) with lower amounts of stress. The interaction term did emerge as a statistically significant predictor of relationship quality in the context of the other variables.
Actor and partner effects for attributions and the stress-by-attribution interaction were then calculated by pooling the results of the within-and between-couples regression analyses (Kenny, 1996, pp. 284-285) . The actor effects, or the degree to which one's own attributions and attribution-by-stress interaction influences one's own marital quality, was calculated by taking the average of the within and between regression weights. The partner effects, or the degree to which one's partner's attributions and attribution-by-stress interaction influence one's own marital quality, was calculated by halving the difference between the between and within regression weights. The results of these analyses are shown in Table 4 . As shown here, both actor effects emerged as statistically significant, while neither of the partner effects achieved statistical significance. This suggests that the effects of both attributions and the attribution-by-stress interaction are primarily the result of one's own attributions related to one's own view of the relationship, rather than the result of one's partner's attributions being related to one's own view of the relationship.
Because FILE scores were a variable that differed only between couples, the interaction term from the between-dyad regression model was deconstructed to aid in interpretation of the interaction effect. Following the procedures described by Aiken and West (1991) , separate regression lines between DAS dyadic average scores and centered FILE scores were Note. Between-dyads model Rplotted at different levels of centered dyadic average RAM scores. Given the lack of any other meaningful criteria, three regression lines were plotted: one at the mean of RAM scores, one a standard deviation above the RAM mean, and one a standard deviation below the RAM mean (J. . Simple slope analyses were conducted for each regression line to determine whether they were statistically significantly different from zero (Aiken & West; Darlington, 1990) . As shown in Figure 1 , higher levels of stress were somewhat associated (p ¼ .057) with lower levels of reported marital quality at the mean RAM score for the sample. For individuals with more distress-maintaining marital attributions (higher RAM scores), the relationship between marital quality and stress became even more marked and was statistically significant, t(57) ¼ 23.57, p , .001, with higher levels of stress associated with even lower levels of marital quality. For individuals with more relationship-maintaining attributions (lower RAM scores), the relationship between stress and marital quality was statistically nonsignificant, t(57) ¼ .303, p ¼ .763. Thus, the relationship between stress and marital quality was negated by the presence of positive marital attributions and was more pronounced in the presence of negative marital attributions.
Discussion
The purpose of the study was to examine the function of marital attributions in the relationship between marital quality and accumulated life stressors. Attributions were found to moderate this relationship. That is, while the level of stress experienced by a couple was related to marital quality, this relationship was in part dependent on the types of marital attributions made by the couple. While, on average, there was a negative trend between stress and marital quality, couples who made negative marital attributions were found to experience lower marital quality in the face of an accumulation of life stressors. Conversely, couples who made positive marital attributions did not experience low levels of marital quality in the face of an accumulation of life stressors. The presence of negative marital attributions appears to have the potential to make the relationship of couples more vulnerable to the impact of stressful events, while the presence of relationship-enhancing attributions appears to serve as a protective factor. The correlation between stress and marital quality found in this study was consistent with a wide body of literature demonstrating the deleterious effects of stressful life events on marriages (e.g., Conger et al., 1990 Conger et al., , 1999 . Likewise, the bivariate relationships between marital quality and marital attributions were consistent with numerous studies that have demonstrated that couples in less satisfying relationships make more negative attributions for partner behavior when compared to couples in more satisfying relationships (e.g., Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Fincham & Bradbury, 1987) .
While none of the study variables predicted a meaningful portion of the variance in marital quality within dyads, they did account for nearly 45% of the variance in marital quality between couples. An examination of actor and partner effects suggested that this influence was due to the effect of one's own marital attributions and stress-by-attribution interaction on one's own marital quality, and not due to the influence of one's partner's attributions and interaction on one's own marital quality. It should be noted here that though stress did not emerge as a statistically significant predictor of marital quality, the combination of a strong trend (p ¼ .057) and previous research that demonstrates the deleterious impact of stress on marital quality (Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Pearlin & McCall, 1990) suggests that this relationship is nonetheless important.
The statistically significant interaction term suggests that the relationship between life stressors and marital quality is different for individuals with different marital attributions. For individuals who tended to have more distress-maintaining marital attributions, higher levels of stress were associated with greater levels of marital distress. Conversely, for individuals with more positive marital attributions, stress was unrelated to marital distress. This finding provides direct support of the relationships between the variables necessary for marital attributions to act as a moderator on the relationship between stress and marital quality.
Moderating effect of marital attributions
The finding that marital attributions play a moderating role in the relationship between life stressors and marital quality is consistent with the tenets of stress adaptation theory and literature on family resilience. The idea that marriages in which spouses make relationshipenhancing marital attributions are not as adversely affected by stressful events as marriages that make distress-maintaining marital attributions suggests that marital attributions can play a protective role for the marriage in the face of life events. The interaction suggests that those in marriages using relationshipenhancing attributions may be able to better cope with stressful life events and prevent them from having a negative impact on their relationships.
To revisit Karney and Bradbury's (1995) VSA model, marital attributions may serve as an adaptive function in protecting the perceived quality of a marriage from stress. The present study does provide some support for Karney and Bradbury's (2000) musing that ''. adaptive attributions may allow spouses to maintain their global satisfaction in the face of specific negative events'' (p. 307). Couples who make positive marital attributions may be more likely to perceive a spouse as a source of support and may be more likely to utilize the relationship as a coping resource when stressful events occur. This provides a couple with an opportunity to strengthen their relationship and grow closer, as they learn to rely on one another in the face of negative life events.
In considering alternative explanations to the present findings, perhaps the most notable absence from the present study is a consideration of marital behaviors. Research on relationship attributions has consistently demonstrated that couples making negative relationship attributions exhibit less effective problem-solving behavior, less effective communication skills, and less positive supportive behavior than couples making positive relationship attributions (Bradbury, Beach, Fincham, & Nelson, 1996; . Given the importance of supportive spousal behavior in couples' adaptation to stress (Conger et al., 1999) , it may be very likely that the marital behavior of couples is responsible for the relationships demonstrated in the present study. Because marital behaviors have been found to moderate the relationship between relationship attributions and marital quality (Bradbury et al., 1996) , it is possible that attributions are only important in contributing to relationship quality in the presence of negative marital behaviors. In this case, it might suggest that a three-way interaction between stress, attributions, and marital behavior is the best way to explain the relationship between these variables and marital quality.
While past research has supported the supposition that the relationship between marital quality and relationship attributions is independent of factors such as depression (Fincham, Beach, & Bradbury, 1989; Fincham & Bradbury, 1993) , negative affectivity (Karney, Bradbury, Fincham, & Sullivan, 1994) , and marital violence (Fincham, Bradbury, Arias, Byrne, & Karney, 1997) , the present study does not address whether the influence of those variables might explain the moderating relationship of stress and attributions on marital quality. For example, it would certainly stand to reason that spousal depression would contribute to increased stress, more negative relationship attributions, and lower marital quality in a relationship. As such, the role of variables such as these in the relationship between attributions and relationship quality may be worth reexamining in the context of stress.
Additionally, the results found in this study are strictly correlational. The present study did not test the stability of the moderational relationship over time, nor did it test how changes in stress, marital quality, and attributions occur over time. Because past research has suggested that the occurrence of stressful events causes declines in marital quality (Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Pearlin & McCall, 1990) and that marital attributions predict future marital quality to a greater extent than marital quality predicts future marital attributions (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987) , it might stand to reason that the direction of the pathways assumed in this model would hold true. However, as it has been shown that stress, adaptive processes, and well-being can all mutually influence one another (McCubbin & Patterson, 1982) , other possible directions in the relationships between these variables will need to be explored. For example, an erosion in the quality of the relationship might render the couple more vulnerable to the occurrence of stressful events. Likewise, a pileup of stressful events might result in a couple making more distressmaintaining attributions.
The findings currently under discussion do suggest that there is sufficient relatedness between the study variables to warrant more involved longitudinal research. Such research would be able to directly address the causal direction of the relationships between these variables. It is hoped that future research in this area will also begin to take into consideration the myriad of rival explanations and other influences, a small number of which are discussed above.
Finally, the present study is limited by the sample itself. The sample recruited for this study was largely homogenous, in that the majority of the couples were Caucasian and highly educated. The coping mechanisms employed by the sampled couples may not be the same as those employed by members of all ethnicities and education levels. It is possible that those marriages are affected differently by stress and that marital attributions play a different or lesser role in protecting the marriage from stressors. Using the criteria set forth by Spanier (1976) , only seven of the marriages used in this study report one or more DAS scores less than 100 and can, therefore, be considered truly distressed. The results of this study cannot, therefore, be assumed to be equally applicable to couples in marital therapy or in a state of acute distress.
Summary
The process of adaptation to stress in married couples is an important part of uncovering the reasons that some marriages end in divorce or dysfunction, while others strengthen, grow, and survive the test of time. Research on stress adaptation theory has already provided a great deal of invaluable insight into the process of adaptation to stress for families and marriages. The present study provides initial support that marital attributions may act as a moderator in the relationship between the accumulation of life stressors and marital quality, by showing that the relationship between stress and marital quality is partially dependent on the types of marital attributions couples make.
Marital research often focuses on examining and predicting marital dysfunction and divorce. While these goals are commendable and the results of this research are valuable, such studies often ignore the other side of the marriage coin. While marriages can and do become distressed and dissolve, they can also grow stronger and more satisfying. The process of uncovering not only what causes marriages to fail but also how marriages succeed and excel is an important contribution to the field of marital research. While the role of marital attributions in this process has yet to be fully explored, it shows promise as another piece in the marital puzzle.
